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SUMMARY 
 
Nurse education in Viet Nam is undergoing substantial reform. In order to facilitate the change, in 
2007 the Viet Nam Nurses Association formed a collaborative partnership with the School of 
Nursing and Midwifery at an Australia university. This collaboration gave rise to the Viet Nam 
Nursing Capacity Building Project under the leadership of Professor Genevieve Gray, funded by the 
Atlantic Philanthropies. The new four year competency based nursing curriculum frame is expected 
to be implemented in September 2011 following approval by the Viet Nam Ministry of Education. 
The focus of this paper is the Teaching Fellowships Program, an initiative of the Viet Nam Nursing 
Capacity Building Project, developed to help meet the challenges associated with leading and 
dealing with the curriculum change. The paper explores the development of the program and 
justifies an action research approach, illuminates key issues, and briefly refers to changes to the next 
fellowship program.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Nurse education in Viet Nam is currently undergoing substantial restructuring. Existing 
undergraduate curricula are being transformed to incorporate the nursing activities outlined in the 
Scope of Practice document circulated by the Ministry of Home Affairs in April 2005 and the 
nursing competency standards developed in 2009 by the Viet Nam Nurses Association (VNA). The 
change to competency based curricula with a nursing focus led by nurses, generated (and continues 
to generate) many challenges. Nurse educators in Viet Nam have little, if any, experience working 
with a competency based curriculum with a nursing focus, much less leading curriculum change. 
Most nurse educators are inadequately prepared for their teaching role; few have attained 
postgraduate degrees; and most have had little exposure to international models and methods of 
nurse education; traditionally, curricula are content driven, medically framed, and primarily 
developed and delivered by medical personnel (Gray, 2008; Jones, et al., 2008; Nguyen, 2009). 
Moreover, traditional education programs in Viet Nam tend to utilize teacher oriented approaches 
such as lectures, readings, and repetitive drills, rather than learner oriented or active learning 
approaches such as small group discussion and the sharing of ideas (Gray, 2008; The University of 
San Francisco Newsroom, 2009). Students are expected to be quiet, studious and passively attentive 
in the classroom.  
 
In order to facilitate the transformation(s) to the way nurses are educated in Viet Nam, the VNA in 
2007 formed a collaborative partnership with the School of Nursing and Midwifery (SONM) at the 
Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Brisbane, Australia. Subsequently, in 2008, The 
Atlantic Philanthropies granted $6.3 million to QUT to support Viet Nam nurse education and 
development.  
 
Currently, the Viet Nam Nursing Capacity Building Project under the leadership of Professor 
Genevieve Gray, provides: 1) concentrated, short-term education programs; 2) postgraduate 
scholarships; 3) assistance with all elements of curriculum making and 4) assistance with 
scholarship and policy development. A new four year undergraduate curriculum frame, which is 
competency based, nursing focused, and to be led by nurses, has been developed in collaboration 
with the VNA, medical and nursing universities, hospitals, and provincial health departments. This 
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curriculum is expected to be implemented in September 2011 following approval by the Viet Nam 
Ministry of Education.  
 
Nurse academics in Viet Nam are now facing two related challenges: leading the delivery of the 
new competency based nursing curriculum, and developing teaching practices that are not only 
congruent with contemporary thinking about teaching and learning, but also facilitate student 
attainment of nursing competencies. In order to help meet these challenges the Teaching 
Fellowships Program, an initiative of the Viet Nam Nursing Capacity Building Project, was 
commenced in 2010. This programme was developed by SONM academics based at QUT 
specifically for Vietnamese nurse educators. The focus of this paper is on the development of the 
program. The determination and justification of the approach to the programme is described and key 
issues that complicated delivery are highlighted. While the emphasis of this paper is on the planning 
and development of the programme brief reference is made to the changes  considered for future 
iterations of the Fellowship Program.  
 
DEVELOPING THE PROGRAM 
 
Determining the approach 
 
The Teaching Fellowship program occupies two tours over two non sequential months which the 
Fellows spend at the SONM, at QUT, Australia. The Fellowships began in July, 2010, with the 
arrival of three participating Fellows: one from HaNoi University (HNU) and two from the 
University of Medicine and Pharmacy (UMP) in Ho Chi Minh City. The organisational frame for 
the program was a modified version of a typical Australian university subject outline: aim(s); 
expected learning outcomes; content; and approaches to teaching and learning. Essentially the 
Fellows were to engage in dialogues with QUT SONM subject coordinators; observe selected 
lectures and tutorials; and participate in small group work (tutorial style) about contemporary 
teaching and learning practice(s). The overall aim of the programs is to assist Viet Nam nurse 
academics to deliver their new competency based nursing curricula in ways that will help students 
meet competency standards for nursing practice. A parallel aim is to expand the leadership skills of 
the Fellows so that all elements of the curriculum remain nursing focused and driven by nurses. 
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Essentially the Fellows are expected to become leaders of change within the Vietnamese nurse 
education system.  
 
As the program planning continued we realized something was missing. The teaching Fellows knew 
‘what to do’ in the sense that new, nursing framed curricula had been developed and they were 
about to engage in a program designed to improve knowledge and skills about ‘how to do it’ in 
terms of delivering a process driven, competency based, nursing curriculum. However, entrenched 
habits are difficult to change and merely knowing what and how does not mean the change will 
happen. Even if change does occur it may not be sustained, much less lead to ongoing 
improvement(s). Additionally, entrenched habits may be of further significance given cultural 
differences between the Viet Nam and Australian nurse education systems. However, exposure to 
different ideas and approaches are necessary for both continued learning and personal and professional 
growth. Whether this process occurs within a culturally similar environment should not be the primary 
concern – it is the learning that is central. 
 
Development of the program to this point was based on the traditional model of professional 
development where knowledge for practice is offered by an expert; a model that often “does not 
result in real or meaningful change in the classroom” (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2008, p. 3). 
Teachers need to also develop their knowledge in and of practice if they are to understand and 
address the challenges that emerge as they teach, and instigate changes to improve student learning 
(Cochrane-Smith & Lyttle, 1999; Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2008). That is, teachers grow 
professionally when they “talk about and reflect upon their teaching and the reasoning behind it . . . 
and learn how to effect change through their own [and others] action and research” (Van Horn, 
2006, pp. 59-60).  
 
Teachers are central to change in teaching and learning; “educational change depends on what teachers 
do and think" (Fullan, 2007, p. 129). Fullan also claims an understanding of the change process is 
essential if education reform is to be successfully implemented; “success is not whether a given 
innovation is implemented but whether the basic capacity to deal with change has developed" (Fullan, 
1992, p. 113). This suggests that the program should include learning activities to develop capacity 
for meeting the many challenges associated with change. That is, the program should go beyond 
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providing learning opportunities for building capacity in teaching and leadership. It should also 
offer learning opportunities that build capacity for sustaining the changes; for generating and 
initiating future change(s); and for monitoring and evaluating change in a systematic and evidence 
based manner and, in doing so, develop and sustain psychological and socio-political power (such as 
feelings of individual self-worth and self-reliance, together with the capacity to exercise power). We 
began to suspect an action research approach, reinforced with experiential learning would prove to be a 
more effective way of enabling the fellows to build their capacity for leading and dealing with 
curriculum change.  
 
Justifying the approach 
 
In education, action research is also referred to as teacher research, classroom research, teacher 
inquiry, or practitioner inquiry and is defined by Mertler (2009, p. 4) as: “any systematic inquiry 
conducted by teachers . . . for the purpose of gathering information about how their particular 
schools operate, how they teach, and how their students learn”. The action research process consists 
of a spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Carr &Kemmis, 1986, p.165). It 
is an approach whereby people can “live with the complexity of real experience while, at the same 
time striving for concrete improvement” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988, p. 7), and has become 
known as an approach that “encourages practitioners to be in control of their own lives and 
contexts” (McNiff, 2002, p. iii). 
 
Many authors argue that action research, with its emphasis on reflection and collaborative processes, is 
a powerful form of professional development (e.g., Clegg, et al., 2002; Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 
2009; Grundy, 1995; McNiff, 2002; 2007). By engaging in action research practitioners can improve 
their practice, improve their understanding of their practice, and improve the situation in which the 
practice takes place (Carr &Kemmis, 1986, p.165). Action research can offer explanations for how 
and why practice has improved; how and why knowledge claims are trustworthy; and how and why 
the new knowledge has significance for future practice (McNiff, 2007, p. 223). 
 
Utilizing an action research approach to the program had the potential to not only help the fellows to 
cultivate an inquiry stance toward teaching but would also place them in a stronger position to meet 
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the challenges associated with their curriculum change. In other words we believed an action 
research approach could provide the Fellows with insights into ways to make improvements to 
teaching and learning and in doing so enhance their own personal and professional growth. An 
action research approach would go beyond improving the Fellows’ knowledge for practice through 
dialogue and observation methods. They would also develop their knowledge in and of practice as 
they actively engaged in processes such as collaboration, reflection, journaling, critical debate, and 
negotiation. Essentially, the Fellows would be engaging in experiential learning about action 
research. 
 
Experiential learning is generally construed as learning by doing and evolved from the work of 
early 20th century scholars such as John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, Jean Piaget, and Paulo Friere who 
privileged experience in their theories of learning and development (Fowler, 2008; Jarvis, 2004; 
Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). David Kolb drew on these ideas to further develop an experiential 
learning theory and defines learning as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the 
transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 38). Mezirow & Taylor (2009, p. 22) define learning 
as “the process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the 
meaning of one’s experience to guide future action. Both definitions suggest that without reflection 
we would simply continue to repeat our mistakes. This suggestion supports the claim by Dewey 
(1938, p. 68) that “observation alone is not enough. We have to understand the significance of what 
we see, hear, and touch”. This claim is manifest in the equation: experience plus reflection equals 
learning which is generally attributed to Dewey.  
 
Reflection in this context goes beyond deep thought; beyond an inward gaze. It involves teasing things 
out and seeing what makes up the whole; it is a practice which deliberates on the actual for purposes of 
the possible (Chapman, 1996) and, as such, is critical reflection. According to McIntyre (1992) 
reflection is the bringing to consciousness and the examining of assumptions and considerations that 
make sense of actions; a prerequisite for controlled and deliberate change in practice. Learning 
opportunities that encouraged the Fellows to not only reflect on their practice but also to keep a record 
of their actions, thoughts, and feelings about their practice, would undoubtedly advance their potential 
to meet the many challenges associated with their curriculum change. At the very least, it would 
promote mindfulness about what they are doing and the choices they make.  
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Reflection becomes more meaningful when it is collective as well as individual because the 
tendency for self-confirmation is mitigated. Collective or collaborative reflection provides the other 
perspectives and voices required to expose the gaps between what we think we do & what we really do 
and this exposure produces the discomfort & dissonance that precipitates change (Fullan & 
Hargreaves, 1991); a form of critical debate necessary for negotiation and formulation of effective 
curriculum decisions. Collaborative work also tends to generate energy and connections that help 
create, sustain, and motivate despite busy work-loads. It can help overcome habits such as short-term 
planning for the present; avoiding change and clinging to the status quo; consistently working alone 
and avoiding judgements and criticisms (Hargreaves, 1992; 1995). Collaborative work provides safety 
and strength through numbers - the more people behind the change the more likely it is to succeed 
(Connolly & James, 2006; Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009; Kohm & Nance, 2009). Given the 
newness of the change; the long-term, entrenched habits of the nurse educators; and a past where 
nursing has little status or visibility within the Viet Nam healthcare community (Pron, et al., 2008), 
learning opportunities that promote the idea of reflection and collaborative processes could prove a 
useful strategy for the Viet Nam Fellows to introduce to their colleagues as a countermeasure to help 
meet current and future challenges.  
 
The arguments outlined above confirmed our opinion that an action research approach reinforced 
with experiential learning would be a more effective way of enabling the fellows to build their capacity 
for leading and sustaining curriculum change. This confirmation drove program development from 
this point onwards. 
 
On completion of the program it was expected that the Viet Nam Teaching Fellows would be able to 
demonstrate knowledge and skills fundamental to not only the role and functions of the subject 
coordinator but also the action research process; justify and evaluate various teaching and learning 
approaches and strategies; and demonstrate capacity to engage in individual and collaborative 
systematic inquiry into teaching and learning practices. Teaching and learning was to be approached 
through dialogues with QUT SONM academics with subject coordinator responsibilities; 
observation of selected lectures and tutorials; workshops about contemporary teaching and learning 
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practice(s); individual and collaborative reflection, and group discussion and debate. A summary of 
the program content is offered in Table 1  
 
Please insert table 1 here 
 
The first round of the program was largely committed to dialogue about leading curriculum 
development and delivery, observation of lectures and tutorials, information seminars, and 
individual and collaborative reflection in, on and about experiences. The program was structured but 
also sufficiently open and flexible to allow for the meeting of learning needs as and when they 
arose. The second round of the program encouraged both experiential and self-directed learning 
with the Fellows developing materials for use on return to Viet Nam. To make the learning 
experiences more meaningful, various supportive frames were developed or modified from the 
literature. For example, the Reflective Journal Guide was adapted from the 5Rs of Reflection frame 
(Reporting, Responding, Relating, Reasoning, and Reconstructing) developed by Bain, et al. (2002). 
This guide was intended to provide direction for not only recording individual reflections after 
observations, actions, and dialogues but also for collaborative reflection during group discussions.  
 
KEY ISSUES COMPLICATING DELIVERY 
 
Not unexpectedly, the main challenge was language. The Fellows all spoke and understood English 
as a second language, however, differences in English pronunciation often made it difficult to 
understand what was being said. Moreover, despite being aware of the need to speak slowly and 
avoid colloquialisms the SONM academics at times reverted to customary speech patterns. It was 
necessary to frequently check for understanding(s) of dialogues, negotiate the pronunciation and 
meaning of various terms and, if required, reframe the message. This impacted on the time allocated 
for sessions; a situation that was intensified when the learning needs of the fellows led the 
discussions along a different path than planned. Thus, the SONM academics were required to be 
effective time managers as well as creative and spontaneous. Another strategy for overcoming the 
language barrier was to convey important information visually as well as aurally. This strategy 
allowed for differences in comprehension of the written and spoken word as well as differences in 
learning styles.  
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A further challenge came in terms of the collaborative reflection sessions planned for after the 
observation and dialogue sessions. These sessions had been planned to provide a forum for the 
Fellows to share and debate ideas and perspectives about what they had experienced and during 
such deliberations defend their judgments about the value and worth of various teaching and 
learning practices. However, critical discussion to any degree was slow to be realized. The sessions 
largely consisted of each Fellow in turn reporting what they had experienced in terms of facts and 
figures; the responding, relating, reasoning, and reconstructing components of reflection were not 
mentioned, much less discussed or debated. There could be a number of reasons for this. First, there 
were only three Fellows - one from a different university to the other two who worked very closely 
together - and cultural or personal reticence may have prevailed. Second, the notion of sharing and 
debating ideas and perspectives about teaching and learning may have been too unfamiliar and thus 
threatening. Third, to engage in a critical discussion or debate in their second language may have 
been beyond their ability. Finally, the idea of collaborative reflection may not have been explained 
sufficiently.  
 
Efforts to encourage the Fellows to engage in critical discussion were not successful and plans to 
record these sessions as evidence of ability to justify and evaluate various teaching and learning 
practices had to be abandoned and another strategy conceived. The new strategy involved the 
Fellows working together to evaluate some of their learning experiences and record their reasoning 
in table format. The idea of using table format arose from recognition that the Fellows were more 
comfortable with tables than they were with prose – especially English prose. A four column table 
was constructed: column one to contain the designated number for the learning experience; column 
two to contain a rating out of 10; the third column was for justifying the rating; and column four 
was for recording the factors or strategies that contributed to the judgements. This activity was 
carried out together in the fourth week of the first tour resulting in an analysis of all the lectures and 
tutorials that were observed during the previous weeks. The analysis process provoked lively 
discussion and often debate as the three Fellows argued for their positions. The finished table not 
only supported their ability to justify and evaluate various teaching and learning approaches and 
strategies but also has potential to be a valuable resource for their own and their colleagues teaching 
practices. 
The Viet Nam Teaching Fellowship program	
9 
 
 
CHANGES FOR FUTURE PROGRAMMES 
 
This paper has addressed the planning phase and implementation of the first cycle of the Teaching 
Fellowship Programme. It reports on what was done in Australia. Future efforts will include formal 
evaluation of the programme and investigate any impact on Vietnamese nurse education. At this 
point in time and based on informal feedback from the first three fellows to undertake the program 
and our own critical reflections, we felt that overall, the program was successful. However, we also 
felt that the next program would benefit from some changes. For example, the provision of more 
experiential learning opportunities – actually doing what they were learning about, such as 
developing case-based scenarios, assessment items, tutorial guides, rubrics etc. We also decided to 
place more emphasis on developing an inquiry stance toward practice by, for example, encouraging 
more critical reflection about how or why their present experiences can be used for future teaching 
practices; and developing a proposal for inquiry into practice.  
 
The complexities that arose during the program were offset by the wonderful experience of 
facilitating the learning of genuinely motivated and committed people. The enthusiasm of the 
fellows for learning and their commitment to improving their teaching practice(s) was only matched 
by their diligence and perseverance. Changing the way nurses are educated in Vietnam is a 
dynamic, complex, and ongoing process; it cannot be expected to happen without struggle, discord, 
and the establishment of new world views. Nor will the change happen overnight. It should be 
remembered that this first programme provides a basis from which to move forward – it is a starting 
point in the action research process specific to the Fellowship Programme. However, with each 
capacity building block, there is potential for Viet Nam nurse academics to become leaders of 
change. Given continued growth of the programme it is hoped that Vietnamese nurse academics  
may be better placed  to be seen as “producers rather than receivers of history” (McTaggart, 1991, p. 
178).  
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TABLE 1: Teaching Fellowship Program Content Summary: July/November 2010 
 
 
 Observations and 
reflections on:  
lectures; tutorials; clinical practice sessions  
 workshop sessions about 
action research as 
professional development:  
critical reflection; collaboration; change & transition; working 
with groups/teams; research process; writing a teaching and 
learning research proposal; planning a teaching and learning 
research proposal 
 workshop sessions about 
aspects of curriculum:  
steps to curriculum review; integration of learning; teaching 
strategies for higher order learning; writing case scenarios; 
scholarly reading and writing; teaching strategies for critical 
thinking; evidence-based practice; leadership for change 
 dialogue sessions with 
unit coordinators  
leadership and unit coordination 
 workshop sessions about 
assessment:  
designing essay questions; designing short answer questions; 
designing alternative strategies; designing multiple choice 
questions; designing criterion referenced assessment sheets 
(writing rubrics) 
 seminars:  web-based learning; information literacy (with librarians); 
designing and planning for implementation - developing an 
action plan 
 examples of:  Teaching and learning research projects; developing research 
programs; developing post graduate courses 
 QUT seminars:  Clinical Education in Health; PhD final Seminar; Dementia 
seminar; How do we teach critical thinking? 
 visits to:  QUT Wound Care Centre; an aged care facility 
 
 
 
